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Historians Turn fflame-C 



By William Greider 

Washington Post Staff Writer 

Someday, if some enter- 
prising graduate student 
plows through all the docu- 
ments on the “Roosevelt Li- 



FDR 





brary Case,” he will find a 
bitter public controversy in 
which historians themselves 
are the name-calling partici- 
pants, instead of detached 
observers. 

His basic research source 
would be a 448-page “final 
report” issued last week by 
a joint investigative commit- 
tee of the American Histori- 
cal Association and the Or- 
ganization of American His- 
torians, probably the most 
exhaustive and expensive 
committee report those two 
professional organizations 
have ever sponsored. 

It was commissioned 15 
.months ago to examine the 
charges of a Rice University 
history professor named 
Francis L. Loewenheim 
against the Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt Library at Hyde 
Park, N.Y., and the National 
Archives, which operates 
the research center. 

The archivists, Loewen- 
heim claimed, were playing 
dirty games with President 
Roosevelt's papers — conceal- 
ing some documents from 
some historians and, at the 
same time, making dubious 
arrangements to publish 
Roosevelt letters through a 
private university press. 

Specifically, the Rice pro- 
fessor said his own work on 
FDR’s ambassador to Ger- 
many, William E. Dodd, was 
“sabotaged” because the 
Roosevelt . library withheld 
from his six Dodd letters. 
He was surprised and out- 
raged when the six letters 
appeared in a three-volume 
compilation of FDR foreign- 
policy papers, published last 
year by Harvard University 
Press and compiled by 
Edgar B. Nixon, a govern- 
ment-employed archivist. . 

Aside from the questions 
of public access to public 
documents, the controversy 
has been flavored from the 



three-year program mt*. iuhu- 
ing public and private non- 
profit organizations in advis- 
ing people on means of con- 
trolling birth and issuing con- 
traceptives. 

It bars use of any of the 
money where abortion is used 
as a method of birth control. 

Separate, legislation provid- 
ing the funds must still be 
passed. 

The President recalled in a 
statement that he had asked 
Congress in a July, 18, 1969, 
message to establish a Com- 
mission on Population Growth 
and the American Future. The 

and systematic withholding 
of documents from Loewen- 
heim,” or any other histo- 
rian, for that matter. 

The archivists, the report 
says, may be criticized for a 
“number of mistaken judg- 
ments and administrative 
lapses” but these errors do 
not add up to the charges of 
“intentional discrimination” 
that sent ripples through 
the profession -\yhen Loew- 
enheim and 19 ! colleagues 
first aired them. 

Beyond that reassuring 
summary, however, • the 
three - member investigating 
committee, chaired by Pro-, 
fessor Richard W. Leopold 
of Northwestern University, 
said a lot of things that are 
good grist for a Ph.D. thesis 
— and' for continuing public 
controversy. 

For instance, Dr. Jamc s B. 
Rhoads, the archivist of the 
United States, hailed the re- 
port as a vindication of the 
FDR Library — but took ex- 
ception to its description of 
him as “needlessly stub- 
born”. in his-Sdealing with - 
Loewenheim. ■ 

. “L" feel that only appease- 
ment would have satisfied 
Mr. Loewenheim,” the archi- 
vist 'said. “I was not then,- 



, and am not now, prepared 
’ to obtain peace with him. by, 
sacrificing the reputations 
of historian-archivists . . ., 

But the Archives were . 
criticized more generally for 
not alerting historians at 
large that the Nixon-Har- 
vard project was under way 
and available as -a research 
aid before its publication. 
Ths investigators called this 
lack . of adequate public no- 
tice a “major blemish on the 
library’s .record;” but con- 
cluded there was no. inten- 
tional secrecy, as the.cfitics 
had charged . t 

As for the' Harvard Uni - 
versity Press, it, displayed 
. , “amazihgijineptitude,”- the 
; report says, when it twice 
attempted unsuccessfully to 
copyright the FDR volumes ' 
— though thhletters were all - 4; 
publicly-owned documents, 
compiled by a public em- 
ployee. -That “has disturbed 
’ the; historical ' profession *- 
more than any other aspect 
of the controversy over pub- 
lication,” thg report says. 

Turning inward, the inves- 
tigating . committee , even 
criticized ifs'bwn sponsors, 
the -two' professional associa- : 

; tions, for not, dealing: ? with 
' the controversy effectively. 
--Loewenheim and. his.lawyer. I: 
were . justified, the ’.report ' 
says, in feeiingj.that AHA’s 
executive secretary" was 
“frequently evasive, dilatory 
and unclear in language, 
that he was. stubborn and 
hostile” about airing the 
issue in the AHA newslet- 
ter. 

But the committee’s most j 
pointed rebukes were aimed j 
'at the man who first 
brought the charges. Loew- 
; enheim was accused of pro- 
moting “a conspiratorial in- . 

| terpretation of men and 
events” - that unjustly ma- 
ligned the government ar- 
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home in Hyde Park, N.Y. Standing- behind 
the late President is his wife, Eleanor 
Roosevelt. 



This photograph, taken in 1939, shows 
President Roosevelt laying the corner- 
stone for the presidential library at his 



chivists. 

In a private letter to a fel- 
low historian, chairman Leo- 
pold described Loewenheim 
as “emotional and hysteri- 
cal.” 

That insulting description 
was made public by Loewen- 
heim himself, who asserted 
in a 92-page rebuttal that 
i the investigating committee 
| was itself biased in favor, of j 
I the “establishment” histori- 
i ans associated with Harvard, 

| the Archives and the AHA 
. j leadership. He still wants a 
' j congressional investigation 
' I of the Archives operation. 



As evidence of the com- 
mittee’s bias, Loewenheim 
cited another letter from 
Leopold to another profes- 
sional colleague, in which 
the committee . chairman 
complained of the “messy 
and interminable case.”. 

“A great deal of damage 
has been done and cannot 
be undone,” Leopold wrote 
in November"'. 1969, before 
his investigation, was fully I 
underway, according to , 
Loewenheim. “How can we j 
minimize that- damage, re-, 
store confidence (if it needs 1 
restoring) . among the arclii- 
yists, insure that there w-ill 
-not be ; another Lqevyenheim 
case." and prevent this- epi- 
“sode from being used by in- 
surgents . and £hti-Qi{algish> 
••mentarians?^'-^^.-^?;.-^^ ■ 

, In addition, Loewenheim 
charged the - committee, with 




a direct conflict of interest. 
One of its three original 
members. Professor Alfred 
D. Chandler Jr., signed a 
contract to teach at Harvard 
this year — but continued aft- 
erwards to serve on the 
committee investigating . 
Harvard, among other 
things. ■ 

Though he helped write it, 

■ Chandler did. not sign the . 
report because he left for - 
Europe on an academic as- 
signment before *he final 
draft was reviewed. Chan- . 
dler’s contract with Harvard 
was not a conflict of interest 
because he was not actually 
on the payroll there while, 
serving the committee, the 
report says. . 

Beyond these aspects of 1 
the controversy, the “facts” 
disputed so acrimoniously 
by historians and archivists 
defy any brief and adequate 
summary. 

Among other things, the 
Leopold commmittee con- 
cluded that Loewenheim, 
during his 21 visits to the 
Hyde Park Library, was not 
shown the disputed Dodd 
letters and .he .should have 
been. But the committee re-, 
garded that as an unin- 
tended oversight either by 
the library staff or by 
Loewenheim himself. Three 
other scholars, it noted, 



were shown the same file concluded that these and 

folder that Loewenheim v the other complaints were a 

claims was withheld. | small sample . of the 

: Beyond his qase, however, -*• hundreds who have used the 

the committee reported . library since 1946; it cited 50 

briefly on 15 other scholars- historians who expressed 
: who related episodes at praise. Most of the prob- 

, Hyde Park. where they said Hems, ; the committee said, 

; documents were withheld stemmed:.; from the access 

' from them improperly or fa- . rules imposed on the docu- 

voritism was shown. . . ments when the late Presi- 

One of them, Professor - dent gave them to the gov- 
Hobert A.-Divine of the Uni- . eminent, not from the aelib- 
versity of Texas, complained erate concealment charged 
that he always- ended re- by Loewenheim. 
search trips there “con- , . Loewenheim claims the 15 
, vinced that I have not seen examples corroborate his 

all there is to be seen, and original accusation despite 

realizing that much that I * the Leopold committee’s 

have seen is; by accident.” - '“obfuscations and rationali- 
Professor William A. Wil- rations.” Ths committee con- 

liams of Oregon State Uni- tends that, contrary to Loe- 

versity complained that dur- wenheim’s ‘ earlier charges, 

ing the 1950s he left Hyde there are not “a host of 

Park convinced “that the complainants, eager to talk 

files were more open to 

some than to others.” * ( 

In recent, years, Professor 
Robert M. Dalfiume of the 
State University of New 
York gained “the “distinct,. 

■ impression that I was not 
being shown all of the mate- 
rials I wanted to see on the 
subject of Negroes, and the 
Roosevelt ‘ administration, 
and frequently the archivist 
did not bring out the spe- 
cific file that I knew existed 
and wanted to see.” 

The Leopold committee 



about unfair treatment of 
Hyde Park.” J. ' 

All parties in the dispute, 
including the Archives, have 
proposed various reforms to 
avoid this sort of contro- 
versy in the future. But Rep. 
Bob Eckhardt (D-Tex.), an 
ally of Loewenheim, said 
the AHA-OAH report pro- 
vides the basis for a con- 
gressional investigation if 
the Archives do not institute 
strong enough safeguards. 

As for the investigating 
committee, its members con- 
cluded on a melancholy 
note, deploring the per- 
sonal attacks on their integ- 
rity and predicting: 

“If this report is widely 
read, there will be few histo- 
rians willing to accept a sim- 
ilar assignment in the fu- 
ture.” 




